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Teaching practice of ESD is necessarily scientific, experi-
ential, and purpose driven. This article describes a pro-
gram that gives students a deep understanding of com-
plete and complex ecosystems through experiential and 
challenging activities. By studying in the natural class-
room of American national parks, they learn environmen-
tal communication in English, ecosystem dynamics, and 
leadership principles.
From 1998 to 2009, a summer ecological study program 
in American national parks was conducted for Rikkyo 
University students. Participants studied nature and ex-
perienced hiking and backpacking at the Marin Head-
lands, Point Reyes, Muir Woods and San Francisco in 
California and in Grand Teton and Yellowstone National 
Parks in Wyoming and Montana. Begun originally for 
students of the College of Tourism, and continued more 
recently through the College of Business, the Environ-
mental Communication and Outdoor Leadership Program 
has given students a chance to develop communication 
skills overseas using nature study as content, to learn 
through experience in an intact natural ecosystem, and 
to develop leadership skills through challenging outdoor 
activities. It is hoped that through the support of the 
ESD Research Center at Rikkyo this program can be 
continued and improved.
One of the key pedagogical source areas of education for 
sustainable development (ESD) is environmental educa-
tion, inspired by literary works of Emerson, Darwin, 
Thoreau and other 19th century naturalists and natural 
philosophers, and shaped by the writings and activities 
of leaders and teachers such as John Muir, Theodore 
Roosevelt, Enos Mills, Aldo Leopold, and Adolph, Olaus, 
and Mardy Murie. The lives of many of these pioneers 
were shaped in the great North American wilderness, 
and they were instrumental in establishing the national 
park and national wilderness systems as well as the 
teaching technique of “interpretation”—a term coined by 
John Muir—which has been the way that rangers of the 
national parks and other teachers and interpreters make 
a connection between the ecosystem and the visitor’s 
personal experience.
A basic premise of this program is that experience in a 
beautiful and complete natural environment will inspire 
in students the same desire to communicate about that 
experience that inspired writers like Thoreau and Muir. 
Content-based language education requires an interesting 
and evocative context, and the seashores, forests, river 
valleys and mountain ridges explored by students on the 
program certainly provides this. Interactive outdoor 
study sessions, visits to art and natural history museums, 
and observations of wildlife in their natural habitat all 
combine to provide a stimulating base of knowledge 
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Researchers of the Point Reyes Bird Observatory capture birds in 
mist nets, band and log them, then release them back into the wild. 
Here Rikkyo students see how the birds are captured and studied, 
and learn about their behavior.
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learned in English, with time and effort put into discus-
sion and communicative processing of the experience.
Several of Freeman Tilden’s principles of interpretation 
are relevant to language education, including the idea 
that interpretation must relate to the personal experience 
of the visitor; that it is an art, which combines many 
arts; that it is teachable; and that it should present a 
whole, explaining the relationships between things.1 The 
pedagogical principles of language education through this 
program are based on this conception, and the experi-
ence of students learning from park rangers, museum do-
cents, nature guides, and environmental experts at the 
various sites visited on the program continuously rein-
forces the interpretive character of environmental com-
munication.
Through Education for Sustainable Development, stu-
dents should be expected to develop ecological literacy: a 
scientific understanding of the systems that interconnect 
plants, animals, and microorganisms on earth. In Japan, 
university students are usually segregated into science or 
humanities, and even those who study science often con-
centrate on specific areas of mathematics, chemistry, or 
physics. Students of humanities have very little opportu-
nity after high school to learn about natural science and 
the broad field of ecology. Understanding current prob-
lems such as climate change or the effect of nuclear di-
saster on the full range of human life requires a deep, 
scientific, and experiential understanding of intact eco-
systems. Through this program students can see first-
hand how a melting glacier can create a lake, how a vol-
canic explosion can define a landscape, and how the re-
introduction of a natural predator can have cascading 
effects on other species, not only prey animals but plants, 
fish, birds, and insects.
The greater Yellowstone ecosystem is the largest intact 
natural area outside of Alaska and Canada, affording 
hands-on experience while studying meteorology, geolo-
gy, plate tectonics, geothermal dynamics, botany, and an-
imal behaviour. Additionally, the visit to the coastal eco-
system just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San 
Francisco gives understanding of marine species in a 
closer relationship to the encroaching human environ-
ment nearby. In each of the ecosystems visited, compe-
tent guides from local nature schools provide a detailed 
introduction. The natural history programs provided by 
the Teton Science School, the Track Education Center in 
Yellowstone, the Headlands Institute, and the Yellowstone 
Association Institute give unique perspectives on the ar-
eas of science that explore these ecosystems.
The third goal of this program, in addition to environ-
mental communication and ecological literacy is to devel-
op leadership through challenging outdoor activities. Out-
door leadership development, through activities such as 
hiking, camping, backpacking, and mountain climbing has 
a long history in America and the UK. The roots of lead-
ership education as practiced in this program can be 
seen in the history of the Boy Scouts, begun in England 
One of many environmental study and education centers visited on 
this program, the Point Reyes Bird Observatory describes itself in 
its mission statement as “Advancing conservation through bird and 
ecosystem research, from Alaska to Antarctica, on land and at 
sea.” Here education director Melissa Pitkin welcomes students 
and describes the center’s activities.
A three-day backpacking trip up Cascade Canyon, past Lake Soli-
tude, and over 3,300 meter Paintbrush Divide is a challenging but 
unforgettable experience. These students learned about the effects 
of avalanche and glaciation on forests and valley walls, observed 
moose, bear, deer, marmots and picas, and learned about the bota-
ny of the abundant wildflowers.
1  Tilden, F. 1977. Interpreting Our Heritage. 3rd edition. 
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press.
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in the early 1900s and brought to the United States 
shortly thereafter. Use of challenging outdoor activities 
for leadership education was further developed by orga-
nizations such as Outward Bound and the National Out-
door Leadership School, founded by Paul Petzoldt, an 
early mountaineer in the Grand Teton range. Many exec-
utive and leadership education programs, appreciate this 
type of leadership education and indeed both Outward 
Bound and NOLS offer leadership programs for graduate 
business schools, military branches, companies, and even 
NASA. Leadership competencies such as planning, risk 
management, logistics, and group motivation can all be 
experienced in a meaningful way during the three day 
backpacking trips through Teton and Yellowstone wilder-
ness areas that are a highlight of this program.
Although students went to America on this program for 
just three weeks, the effect on their lives has been deep 
and long lasting. One of the participants from the first 
year has since gone on to complete a master’s degree in 
marine ecology and is currently working on a doctorate 
studying raptors. Another went to work for an environ-
mental foundation in the mountains of Nagano. Many did 
other overseas study activities after the program and all 
who have been contacted have continued to talk about 
what a positive experience they had.
More knowledge about intact ecosystems has had a posi-
tive effect on these young people, but it has also reminded 
them of the very serious problems that we face as a spe-
cies. They know that many scientists have extensively 
documented global warming, but what can be seen more 
clearly is that each year the group has crossed a perma-
nent snowfield at 3,000 meters in the Teton mountains, 
that snowfield has gotten smaller. Soon it may well disap-
pear in the summer. When the program was first held, 
little was known about the problem of pine-borer beetles, 
which researchers think are allowed to spread by warm-
ing temperatures. On the most recent trip, students saw 
that large areas of the whitebark pine forest had changed 
from green to brown because of the beetle infestations. 
The female grizzly bear below, photographed by a stu-
dent on the last year the program was held, depends on 
caches of whitebark pinecones, with their large and high-
ly nutritious seeds, to put on enough weight for her win-
ter hibernation. As the pinecones disappear, she will gain 
less weight and raise fewer cubs. She must also descend 
from the high mountains to the lower areas in search of 
Reflection on what has been done and learned is an important part 
of the educational program at Teton Science School. Here students 
take turns describing what the experience has meant to them.
In Yellowstone National Park, binoculars and spotting scopes give 
students the ability to closely watch wild animals from a distance 
that is both safe for the observers and non-invasive for the animals 
being observed. In this way the ethics and respect involved in 
nature conservation are learned.
Students celebrate upon reaching the top of Paintbrush Divide, a 
mountain pass with an elevation of 3,300 meters.
After crossing Paintbrush Divide, students descend across 
permanent snowfields toward camp at Heart Lake. The trip is a 
physical and mental challenge, nevertheless it is one they are 
capable of completing, if they work together effectively. Each 
student takes a turn as a leader during part of the program.
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food, and risks being killed in confrontations with hu-
mans. 
Because of what they have seen and learned on this pro-
gram, students also become aware that similar dynamics 
of climate change and habitat degradation are affecting 
the bears and other animals of Japan. By studying Edu-
cation for Sustainable Development in programs like this 
one, Japanese students just might gain the knowledge 
and motivation they need to take on the most serious 
problem of our generation, that of human influenced 
global climate change.
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Through the scopes, students can get a view of animals such as 
this North American Grey Wolf (Canis lupus), and learn about how 
these magnificent predators were returned to the Yellowstone 
ecosystem in 1995 after being hunted to near extinction.
Dr. James Halfpenny is one of America’s premier carnivore 
ecologists and the leading authority on animal tracking in the Rocky 
Mountains. By studying at his Track Education Center in Gardiner 
Montana, just north of Yellowstone, students have a unique 
opportunity to learn from a leading expert on bears, wolves, tracking, 
and many other aspects of ecology. Here he shows students the 
skull of a Grizzly Bear.
Because wild animals do not react to cars the same way they do to humans on foot, motorists in Yellowstone can get a close view of 
animals, which do not flee when the cars approach. A student took this photo of a female grizzly bear from the safety of the car window. The 
bear was roving through a forest of whitebark pine trees, most likely looking for pinecones to eat as winter approached.
